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The  Didot  Family 
TYPEFOUNDERS 


The  Didots,  like  the  Estiennes,  their  illustrious  prede¬ 
cessors,  were  printers  not  for  one  but  for  many  genera¬ 
tions.  The  first  of  the  line  was  Francois  Didot,  who  es¬ 
tablished  himself  in  1713  as  a  printer  and  bookseller  “At 
the  Sign  of  the  Golden  Bible.”  His  eldest  son,  Fran^ois- 
Ambroise  Didot,  was  the  first  to  gain  eminence  in  the 
typographic  field.  He  made  an  improvement  in  the 
typographic  point  system  originally  devised  by  Fournier, 
and  his  units  of  measurement  are  used  today  through¬ 
out  Europe,  where  the  “Didot  point  system”  universally 

An  even  greater  accomplishment  was  the  design  of 
the  first  series  of  Didot  type.  This  was  perhaps  the 
earliest  of  the  “modern”  types  with  the  accentuated 
“thicks  and  thins.”  Fran^ois-Ambroise  Didot  was  not 
himself  a  letter-cutter  but  he  designed  the  types  and  the 
engraving  of  the  punches  was  done  under  his  direction 
by  Waflard. 

Pierre  Didot,  his  eldest  son,  known  as  Didot  aine,  suc¬ 
ceeded  to  the  business  in  1789  and  earned  great  fame  as 


a  printer.  Meanwhile  his  brother,  Firmin,  who  had  been 
cutting  punches  for  his  father,  added  still  more  lustre 
to  the  family  name  by  perfecting  and  recutting  the 
Didot  type.  The  achievements  of  Pierre  as  a  printer  were 
recognized  by  the  government,  which  transferred  his 
presses  to  the  Louvre,  whence  were  issued  the  famous 
Editions  du  Louvre.  In  this  series  was  the  Racine,  which 
was  adjudged  by  the  jury  at  the  Exposition  in  1801  to 
be  “the  most  perfect  typographic  production  of  all  time.” 

The  Didot  specimen  issued  in  1819  showed  types  from 
six  to  twelve  point  inclusive  at  half-point  intervals.  Thus 
there  was  6  point,  6/2  point,  7  point,  ylA  point,  and  so 
forth.  The  series  in  many  respects  is  one  of  the  most  re¬ 
markable  accomplishments  in  the  history  of  typefound¬ 
ing,  and  although  all  the  punches  were  cut  by  hand,  the 
types  are  so  uniform  in  design  that  differences  can 
hardly  be  detected  even  under  a  magnifying  glass. 

In  the  introduction  to  the  1819  specimen,  Firmin 
Didot  says  that  all  the  punches  were  engraved  under 
his  direction,  the  designs  representing  certain  departures 
from  accepted  forms,  particularly  in  the  g  and  y.  For 
ten  years  he  had  devoted  about  three  hours  a  day  to  this 
work,  collaborating  with  Vibert,  one  of  the  most  skilful 
punch-cutters  of  the  day. 

The  business  operated  by  Pierre  and  Firmin  later 
passed  on  to  Jules,  the  son  of  the  former.  For  reasons 
unknown  it  was  sold  in  1827.  In  1828  the  government 
of  the  Low  Countries  bought  the  equipment  of  the 
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printing  office  and  foundry.  After  a  varied  career,  the 
details  of  which  are  not  important,  the  punches  and 
matrices  in  1850  were  sold  at  auction  and  bought  by 
Joh.  Enschede  en  Zonen,  at  Haarlem,  Holland,  in 
whose  possession  they  are  today.  A  set  of  matrices,  pre¬ 
sumably  strikes  from  the  same  punches,  belonged  to  the 
Fonderie  Generate  in  Paris,  going  next  to  the  Beaudoire 
foundry,  and  remaining  today  in  the  hands  of  G. 

Peignot  &  Fils.  ~  :  '14910 

The  interesting  feature  of  the  Di3or  types*  nowever, 
is  their  resemblance  to  the  Bodoni  types,  which  latter 
are  fairly  well  represented  by  the  “Bodoni  book”  face 
now  in  use  in  this  country.  Giambattista  Bodoni  has 
been  widely  heralded  as  the  creator  and  designer  of  a 
new  type  family.  Is  this  reputation  well  founded  ?  The 
subject  is  one  which  deserves  careful  study.  It  hinges 
largely  on  dates. 

In  a  recent  two-volume  study  of  the  history  of  type 
design  Francis  Thibaudeau  fixes  the  date  of  the  first 
Didot  alphabet  as  1757 ,  which  was  prior  to  the  appear¬ 
ance  of  any  of  Bodoni’s  types.  I  asked  M.  Thibaudeau 
his  authority  for  this  date  and  he  has  written  me  as  fol¬ 
lows:  “No  author  and  no  document,  so  far  as  I  know, 
has  fixed  the  precise  and  authentic  date  of  the  first  en¬ 
graving  and  first  casting  of  the  original  type  of  Fran- 
$ois-Ambroise  Didot,  the  first  engraver  and  founder  of 
the  family.  Mr.  Louis  Prunieres,  however,  former  di¬ 
rector  of  the  Cercle  de  la  Librairie,  and  placed  in  conse- 


quence  in  the  very  midst  of  the  most  complete  docu¬ 
mentation,  has  been  able  to  state  in  his  lecture  in  the 
course  on  practical  bibliography:  ‘From  1757  he  [Fran- 
^ois-Ambroise  Didot]  had  engraved  in  his  own  office 
the  types  with  which  he  printed.’  I  refer  to  this  au¬ 
thority.” 

In  French  typographic  circles  it  is  said  to  be  a  matter 
of  common  knowledge  that  Bodoni,  who  stayed  for  a 
time  with  Fran^ois-Ambroise  Didot,  went  back  to  Italy 
carrying  in  his  baggage  the  new  types  and  the  typo¬ 
graphic  secrets  of  Didot. 

It  is  worthy  of  note  that  Didot  types  quickly  sprang 
into  popularity  throughout  Europe  and  were  copied  by 
a  number  of  founders.  Gando  in  Paris  and  Unger  in 
Berlin  are  outstanding  examples  of  this  practice. 

Ambroise-Firmin  Didot  in  his  well-known  Essai  sur 
la  Typographic,  published  in  Paris  in  1851,  gives  some 
rather  meagre  details  regarding  the  record  of  his  family. 
Let  us  examine  his  dates,  the  work  being  arranged 
chronologically.  Under  the  heading  1753  we  note  that 
Fran^ois-Ambroise  Didot  was  in  that  year  registered  as 
a  printer.  Later  on  in  the  notice  is  this  statement:  uHe 
had  engraved  and  cast  in  his  establishment  by  WaHard, 
for  whom  he  provided  the  esthetic  direction,  the  first 
types  of  his  printing  office.”  It  is  related  further  that  the 
work  of  Waflard  was  soon  surpassed  by  that  of  Didot’s 
son,  Firmin.  We  know  that  Firmin  was  born  in  1764 
and  cut  his  first  types  in  1783. 


Between  1780  and  1784  Francois-Ambroise  Didot 
issued  the  Dauphin  series  of  French  authors  which  were 
set  in  his  types  and  are  excellent  examples  of  printing. 

The  elder  Didot  was  engaged  in  the  printing  busi¬ 
ness  from  1753  to  1789,  a  period  of  36  years.  As  every 
reference  to  him  emphasizes  his  prowess  as  a  type  de¬ 
signer,  it  is  reasonable  to  suppose  that  he  began  his 
typographic  efforts  within  the  first  twenty-two  years  of 
his  professional  career. 

No  definite  determination  of  this  question  can  as  yet 
be  made.  Further  light  can  be  thrown  on  the  matter 
only  by  a  detailed  typographic  analysis  of  the  books 
printed  by  Didot  and  those  printed  by  Bodoni.  It  is  my 
hope  that  some  student  may  be  induced  to  undertake 
this  analysis,  and  that  authorities  on  printing  history 
will  contribute  to  the  discussion. 
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